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the official report of the Seymour conversations was published in 1854, together with the text of Nesselrode's memorandum of 1844, these documents were held as convincing proof of "the dark ambitions of a foreign despot." Modern historiography inclines to be more lenient towards Nicholas's ill advised plan. 'Though not a crime ... it was nevertheless a blunder/' writes Temperley. "And penalty for blunder is exacted in this world/'
The Franco-Russian dispute about the Holy Places was the immediate cause of the Crimean War. The status of the European Powers with regard to the right of protection of Christians and Christian churches in Turkey was confused. The French claim was based on a long line of treaties going back to 1528, and especially on the capitulations of 1740. Austria, too, had treaty rights to intervene on behalf of Roman Catholics, and somewhat similar rights were conceded at different times to Great Britain, the Netherlands, and the republic of Venice. The Russian case rested on usage, sultan's decrees and, in the later phase of the dispute, on the Treaty of Kuchuk Kainardzhi (1774). In 1839, as part of a comprehensive program of westernization of Turkish institutions, the Porte proclaimed complete equality of all Ottoman subjects, Moslems and Christians (the Gulhane or "Chamber of Roses" decree); but this legislation was never made effective. In the second half of the eighteenth century and in the first four decades of the nineteenth, the French government showed little interest in the Holy Land. The number of Catholic pilgrims to Palestine was insignificant and the custody of the sanctuaries passed largely into the hands of the Orthodox Church, wrhose members flocked to Jerusalem in ever increasing numbers. The first indication of the revival of French interest in the Holy Land came in 1842, when, as a consequence of the Near East crisis of 1840-1841, Paris turned its attention to Palestine and made an unsuccessful claim for the privilege of repairing the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. In 1847 Pope Pius IX transferred to Jerusalem the Latin patriarchate of that city, formerly an honorary office whose incumbents had for centuries resided in Rome. Catholicism was making a bid to assert its influence in the Holy Land. It found an ardent champion in Louis Napoleon, who in his struggle for power relied on the support of militant clerical groups.
In the middle of 1850 the prince-president sent to the Porte a formal request for the restoration to the Catholics of the position to which